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Abstract
This paper shares ‘user perspective’ insights from the ethnography component of an ongoing Irish inter-
disciplinary study, Technology Research for Independent Living (TRIL).2 The research is informed by a
shared pool of knowledge, medical and research expertise, engineering resources, design and ethnogra-
phy and is exploring new technologies that may support older people to live independently in their own
homes, even if dealing with age-related illness or injury. To provide theoretical context, we position both
our understanding of user perspective and our anthropological ethnographic method of enquiry. We draw
on early case study material to illustrate older persons’ understanding and experiences of existing tech-
nologies from a life course perspective. We then offer an example from our ongoing ethnographic enquiry,
focusing on participants’ experiences of new technology. We consider technology as social and discuss
‘having the know-how’; ‘user-led technology’ and ‘enabling/disabling new technologies’. A critical goal
of the research is to achieve user perspective technological design. We argue that it’s important to be clear
about what is meant by ‘user perspective’ and how such user perspective is obtained; in our case, through our
anthropological ethnographic lens on older persons and their ongoing relationships with existing and new
technologies.
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Résumé
L’article défend l’idée de la « perspective de l’utilisateur » en s’appuyant sur la partie ethnographique
d’une étude interdisciplinaire irlandaise en cours : technology research for independent living (TRIL).3 La
recherche s’inspire d’un ensemble de connaissances partagées – expertise médicoscientifique, ressources de
l’ingénierie, design et ethnographie – et explore les nouvelles technologies susceptibles d’aider les personnes
âgées à vivre de manière autonome à domicile, même lorsqu’elles sont confrontées à la maladie ou à
des lésions liées à l’âge. Pour situer le cadre théorique, nous présentons la manière dont nous concevons
la perspective de l’utilisateur et notre méthode d’enquête anthropologique et ethnographique. Puis, nous
présentons l’exploitation d’un matériel issu d’études de cas pour illustrer la compréhension et l’expérience
qu’ont les personnes âgées des technologies existantes, à partir d’une approche biographique. Nous donnons
ensuite un exemple, issu d’une enquête ethnographique en cours, centré sur les expériences qu’ont les
usagers de nouvelles technologies. Enfin, considérant la dimension sociale des technologies, nous discutons
la signification des termes « posséder le savoir-faire », « technologie centrée sur l’utilisateur » et « nouvelles
technologies capacitantes/incapacitantes ». Un des objectifs critique de la recherche étant de parvenir à
obtenir un design technologique dans la perspective de l’utilisateur, il apparaît important de clarifier ce
concept et de montrer comment une telle « perspective de l’utilisateur » peut être obtenue à travers une
approche anthropologique et ethnographique des personnes âgées et de leurs relations continues avec les
technologies existantes et les nouvelles technologies.
© 2009 Association ALTER. Publié par Elsevier Masson SAS. Tous droits réservés.
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Introduction
There has been rapid development of new technologies designed to support older people to
enjoy an optimum quality of life, particularly within their own homes (Koch, 2006; Magnusson
et al., 2004; Miskelly, 2001). A recent review on Human Computer Interaction and the older
population suggests that technology may provide support for independent living, particularly
within the home, but only if it is designed to meet actual need (Goodman and Lundell, 2005). Some
research focuses narrowly on the relationship between age-related changes in visual, perceptual,
motor and cognitive abilities and older adults’ use and adaptability to new technologies (Xie,
2003). There is also some suggestion that ICT supported technologies came rather late in life for
the present cohort of persons aged over 70 and that it is unlikely many would have used such
technology in the work place. However, Demiris et al. (2004) contend that there is no evidence to
suggest that older people are averse to using new technologies, particularly if they are appropriately
designed and introduced.
Critically, older persons are a diverse group; there is differential income and concomitant dif-
ferential access to ICT and the Internet (Xie, 2003), or overall prior experiences with technologies.
There are also negative and often passive social stereotypes of older persons, and lack of clarifi-
cation of what is meant by ‘technologies’ and ‘new technologies’, particularly for present cohorts
of older people living in the global north, who have, throughout their life course, witnessed huge
technological advancements.
This paper shares some user perspective insights from a 3-year funded, Irish national project,
‘Technology Research for Independent Living’ (TRIL). The TRIL Centre is an active research col-
3 TRIL est décrit plus en détail ci-dessous. Le site peut être consulté : http://www.trilcentre.org/. Les points de vue et les
opinions exprimés dans cet article sont ceux des auteurs et pas nécessairement ceux des organismes financeurs du projet.
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laboration between Intel Corporation, three Irish universities and the Irish Development Agency
(IDA), that is exploring new technologies to support older people to live independently in their
own homes, even if dealing with age-related illness or injury. The clinical research is investigating
falls prevention, cognitive health and social connection as these are crucial to independent living.
This research is informed by ethnographers who visit TRIL participants in their own homes in
order to understand how they live and what they need to remain independent. The study is working
with 600 community dwelling participants and is recruiting both older persons who have fallen
and those who have not. The TRIL office is housed at St James’s Hospital, Dublin, where the
collection of raw data is gathered by a team of clinical and research staff. The authors of this paper
are the two ethnographers who are supporting the project and are based within the Irish Centre
for Social Gerontology (ICSG),4 at the National University of Ireland, Galway (NUIG).
Below, firstly and to offer national context, we briefly outline the demographics of ageing
in Ireland. We then position both our understanding of user perspective and our anthropological
ethnographic method of enquiry. We draw on case study material and ethnographic data to illustrate
how our findings reveal a user perspective that is embedded in lifelong experiences. Finally, we
reflect on the implications of a life course user perspective on the development of technologies
for independent living.
Ageing in Ireland
Within developed countries, populations are ageing (Kinsella and Phillips, 2005; Lutz, 2006).
Projections based on current trends indicate both a larger proportion of older people in society
and larger numbers of octogenarians (Kinsella and Velkoff, 2001). From within national health
and social care systems, there is concern that an ageing demography will be accompanied by a
higher incidence of chronic age-related diseases and potential dependency problems (European
Commission, 2007).
There are 467,000 people over the age 65 living in Ireland and this represents 11.4% of the
total population (Central Statistic Office [CSO], 2007). Ireland has the highest life expectancy
at the age of 65 compared to the 27 member states of the European Union.5 Projections show
an upward trend of what is termed the ‘old dependency ratio’,6 increasing from 16.4% in 2006
to a projected figure of 25.1% in 2026 (CSO, 2007). This is a strong indicator of the potential
increases in the tax revenue needed to support those over 65. Although in Ireland and in the last
10 years, there has been a decrease in the risk of poverty, falling from 27% in 2000 to 20% in 2006,
there is still strong evidence to suggest that those over 65 report significantly more disabilities
and poorer health than those aged 15–64 and have little opportunity to combat poverty without
the assistance of state pensions (CSO, 2007). Such risk of poverty and need for state assistance
also increases proportionally as age increases. For example, 29.5% of those 65 and older reported
having a disability; however this varies greatly between age cohorts. Those between the ages of
65–69 reported disability at an average of 18.7%, whereas 58.6% of those 85 and older reported
4 ICSG – Irish Centre for Social Gerontology aims to develop and promote social and economic aspects of ageing in
Ireland, with a view to supporting a holistic and positive view of ageing, which emphasises participation and empowerment
for older people at all levels of society. Please see: http://www.icsg.ie.
5 The European Union (EU) is a political and economic union of 27 member states, located primarily in Europe. It was
established by the Treaty of Maastricht in 1993 upon the foundations of the pre-existing European Economic Community.
6 The population aged 65 years and over expressed as a percentage of the population aged 15–64 years.
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having a disability (CSO, 2007). These demographic projections thus point to significant societal,
health and economic issues.
TRIL user perspective
The home is a critical site for developing new technologies that can be used to improve
and maintain independent living. From within TRIL, a key objective is to access older persons’
understanding of independent living and well-being. We recognize that ‘home’ is a very broad
concept and does not always equate with socially inclusive, positive experiences. For example,
some of our participants live alone and increasing difficulties with mobility or a fear of falling
outside the home can leave them feeling trapped at home, their ‘world’ shrinking to a room or part
of a room: a chair positioned near a table and a television. Others may live with family members
or be in close contact and speak of constantly balancing, on the one hand, their independence
and on the other, notions of risk that may unduly worry family members. So, for example, when
does taking mugs of hot tea upstairs, or climbing in and out of a bath become too risky and who
decides? Moreover and as we elaborate below, for many of our participants there has been very
long residence in the same home, stretching back to young adult or childhood. The home is an
intrinsic part of who they are. This echoes the influential work of Silverstone (Silverstone et al.,
1991; Silverstone & Hirsch eds., 1992 and Silverstone, 1994). For example:
“Much of what we felt we had to do was to understand relationships in space and time:
relationships with the physical geography of the home (to which we would not necessarily
have access) and to the displacement of technologies, and media and technology-related
activities, in different parts of the house; relationships to the networks of friends and kin
(which extend and transform the boundaries of the household beyond the physical); rela-
tionships with the past and with the future, in the appropriation of images and identities and
in the expression of hopes and fears.”(Silverstone et al., 1991)
In relation to introducing technology into the home of older persons in order to improve their
quality of life, the complexity of lives lived within the physical, emotional and social spaces that
we refer to as ‘home’, need to be explored. Decisions to do with risk, change and adaptation are
often embedded in long established everyday routines that knit together the social, emotional and
physical. So no longer carrying hot tea to an upstairs space is not just a physical relinquishment;
it may also signify an emotional loss, a loosening of a tiny thread of self-identity.
How then did we critically engage with a life course user perspective? Others have written of
insights gleaned from in-home visits to and interviews with older persons. Dickinson et al. (2003),
working on a Scottish project that was exploring inclusive, usable and appropriate technology for
older persons, used in-home interviews and observations to gain understanding of how existing
technologies were integrated into peoples’ lives and homes. They found that not only was it useful
for the older persons to have the technologies to hand so that they could demonstrate their usage,
(such as a participant acting out how difficult it was to ‘get down to use the video player’), but
also that researcher observation enriched understanding:
“. . . in a number of homes we visited, people covered their computers or televisions with
cloths when they unused [sic], perhaps suggesting that the technology was not seen as part
of everyday life or worthy of display.”
(Dickinson et al., 2003)
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Jokinen et al. (2002) also suggested that in-home research places the participant in a familiar
place, usually surrounded by their memorabilia and artifacts, such as photographs and mementoes
that are the material props of biography and identity. The user perspective thus becomes more
than words. In the case of TRIL and as we briefly detail in the next section, repeat visits to the
participants’ home and accompanying them in their activities beyond the home mean that we build
case studies that capture complex relations between how older people adapt, cope and adjust to
everyday activity and orientation.
As well as working with older persons to identify their perceived needs, coping strategies
and challenges, an important element of eliciting user perspective is to both explore accept-
ability of technology for supporting independent living and consider how the home as a built
environment may be adapted. In terms of the latter, for example, some of the homes that
the ethnographers visit have steep stairs or sharp midway, right angle turns that may make
fitting a stair lift very challenging. An extensive UK study on the feasibility, acceptability,
costs and outcomes of introducing assistive technology (AT) into the existing homes of older
people illustrates how acceptability issues may be dependent on a complex inter-relationship
between the person and the environment (Tinker et al., 2004). The study which included an
opinion survey of 67 community-dwelling older persons, found that both familiar AT: a stair-
lift, remote control, lever taps, and newer technologies, such as door entry systems with video
and movement sensors, were accepted if they were easy to use, met a need and were reli-
able.
A recent US study (Li and Perkins, 2007) surveyed 160 people aged 65 and older on their
attitude to technology and found that a majority viewed technology positively stating that tech-
nological changes such as DVD players, ATM machines, mobile phones, digital cameras and
computers afforded a better quality of life for themselves and for society. Whilst also expressing
a willingness to learn skills to utilize these technologies, the majority had yet to take that step. Li
and Perkins (2007) found that education rather than age was a significant factor influencing the
willingness to learn about new technology. Individuals with more education (regardless of their
age) are more likely to have increased motivation to learn. Willingness to learn was also found
to be influenced by factors such as enjoyment, feelings of convenience, level of technological
knowledge and familiarity.
From within the TRIL study a key component of user perspective is to consider present
day attitudes and behaviors from within a generational perspective, as life course is embed-
ded in, and shaped by, historical time and place (Elder & Johnson, 2002). Thus within Ireland
the impacts of recent economic growth and affluent urbanisation, alongside rapid technological
change integrated through domestication, have to be considered from a consensus of cultu-
ral and political events and institutions (Bourdieu, 1993). These include civil war, the Roman
Catholic Church, a national rural identity and waves of outward migration well into the late
20th century in order to seek paid work. For example, many of the TRIL participants now in
their 80s and living in former Dublin ‘corporation’ (state provided) houses on large estates, left
school at 14 years old, settled and married in the same neighbourhood, sometimes even remain-
ing in their childhood homes, and witnessed family members migrating to places such as the
US, the UK or Australia in order to find work. Amongst this group there is a sense of thrift,
‘making do’ and ‘getting on’, of perhaps being content with ‘what is’, rather than ‘what might
be’.
We thus consider ‘user perspective’ to be a composite of the older persons’ life world: as
recounted by them, as observed by the ethnographer and as contextualised by their life course. In
the next section we briefly outline our methodology: anthropological ethnography.
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An anthropological ethnographic lens
At a recent international conference on ethnography in industry (EPIC: 2008),7 Tunstall (2008)
contended that there are now multiple forms of ethnography:
“Beyond its origins in anthropology, ethnography has virally replicated into forms of
design ethnography,marketing ethnography, ethnographic evaluation of policy, educational
ethnography.”
For research to be more visible and accessible, Tunstall (2008) argues that researches must
decide on which form of ethnography is used, as the end results or output will be different. For
example the questions asked by a researcher using anthropological ethnography would be, ‘What
does it mean to be human?’, whereas a researcher using marketing ethnography may ask: ‘How
does one allocate resources to more customers to buy goods and/or services?’. In the case of this
research, we adopted anthropological ethnography as the core methodological tool. Tunstall also
stresses the importance of Barnard’s (2000) approach to consider questions, assumptions, methods
and evidence (QAME), as a way of conducting research and being able to describe ethnographic
results to a wide audience. As we briefly outline below, we have found QAME useful in making
visible and positioning our method of enquiry.
QAME
Questions
In the first year of TRIL and from our understanding of ‘user perspective’, the three8 ethnogra-
phers conducted household research. Some households included a participant who had previously
fallen and a participant who had not fallen and who had both consented to taking part in the TRIL
Centre research. Other households comprised of individuals living alone. Initially six household
visits were planned over a 6-month period. Our research questions centred on exploring the every-
day life of older persons living in Ireland, considering their challenges and coping strategies, their
health status, how they deal with change, their networks of family, friends and neighbours, their
everyday routines, activities and interests, their lifelong understanding and use of technology and
future hopes and concerns. A piecing together of the participant’s biography also provided a life
course perspective in terms of resources and skills that individuals feel they have in old age. The
visits fitted around the lives of the participants and included taking part in their routines, such
as attending a church service or accompanying them shopping, going for a walk or joining in a
‘keep fit’ class. There were also invited opportunities to meet with family members, friends and
neighbours. During this initial phase of the TRIL research, the three ethnographers had contact
with 26 households and visits ranged from one to 10 over a 10-month period.
As we detail below, ongoing analysis and emergent findings from this first phase of ethnography,
underpinned the development of more focused multidisciplinary TRIL projects and raised more
questions about how multidisciplinary teams can work with persons to introduce new technology
into their homes and elicit their ongoing user experiences. To date this has included exploring
7 EPIC: the fourth annual international Ethnographic Praxis in Industry Conference. Please see: http://www.
epic2008.com/. Accessed 9 January 2009.
8 At the end of this paper, we acknowledge the instrumental work of Dr Athena McLean who as a senior researcher and
with the two authors, carried out early ethnographic fieldwork.
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movement sensor technology within the home, internet phone systems, ambulatory monitoring
and technologies testing cognitive alertness.
Assumptions
The ethnographer is assumed to be integral to the research process, one of the research tools.
There is emphasis on participant observation, and what is observed is as important as what is said,
as are what might seem to be contradictions. It is generally assumed in anthropological theory that
an ethnographer’s training, interests, and indeed personal biography have a significant impact on
the evidence of ethnographic research (Clifford & Marcus, 1986). In this way, the ethnographer
is also a participant, who over time, begins to understand the group of interest, and to recognize
the importance of contradiction within research findings (Agar, 1980; Barnes, 1984). For this
process to work, the ethnographer may begin with a general question, as in the case of the present
work: ‘What does it mean to be old in Ireland’; and by following chains and threads of research,
this leads to more specific questions, and potentially to more qualified answers (Marcus, 1995).
Tunstall (2008) adds to this point: ‘Because the ethnographer is the instrument of knowledge
him or herself, this limits anthropological ethnography to a scale of qualitative significance’, but
it is assumed that qualified representation is achieved. There is thus depth, rather than breadth
of enquiry so that participant sample is likely to be small. In the case of this research, there
is a team of ethnographers, which partly addresses the question of scale (see Methods section
below).
Methods
The ethnography includes participant observation, which at times is augmented by a range
of other approaches: the use of focus-groups (face-to-face and over the phone), structured
and semi-structured interviews, participant diaries, and two-dimensional plans and blueprints
of the participants’ homes. These latter are produced by TRIL designers who, with ethical
approval and participant consent, may accompany the ethnographer on household visits. Such
household plans, particularly in relation to older adults who may have fallen and who may
spend a lot of time at home, help map out routine pathways in the home, where significant
pieces of furniture are placed and also how the older adult navigates their home environ-
ment.
At the time of writing this paper, December 2008 and with 15 months of research activ-
ity, the ethnographers have visited more than 57 homes. On average, each person is visited
two to three times; however, this can be considerably more depending on the focus of a
study. Significant time and effort has been given to open-ended conversations with TRIL
participants.
As the ethnographers work on a daily basis within the medical setting, and have a collegial
working relationship with medical staff, there is a duty of care for the participants, where any
change in health is relayed to the medical staff. On numerous occasions this has lead to further
medical intervention and investigation. The multidisciplinary nature of TRIL is also reflected in
the analysis of findings, which is on-going, and emergent. The ethnography team completes its
own analysis, as individuals and as a team, using a qualitative data software programme (Atlas
ti). Moreover, the ethnographers regularly host ‘data retreats’, whereby multidisciplinary teams
that include TRIL engineers, clinicians, designers, research scientists and ethnographers, explore
the data and provide the ethnographers with emergent themes of research to be suggested to the
TRIL participants. At every stage, the user perspective approach is taken and has greatly helped
the development of TRIL.
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Evidence
Our preliminary and ongoing findings provide our user perspective evidence. Below we draw
on our early household findings to illustrate participants’ relationships with existing technologies
relating to a life course perspective. We then present some insights from our ongoing, more
focused multidisciplinary work to reflect upon technology as social.
Existing technologies: a life course user perspective
An important starting point is to understand older people’s use of existing technology, particu-
larly in the home. This is critical as there is often a misconception that ‘technology’ equates with
‘new’, for example, smart home technology or home monitoring. Yet older people today have
adapted to waves of ‘new’ technology throughout their life times. What follows is a case study to
illustrate this point.
Mr Donal Driscoll – a TRIL case study
Mr Donal Driscoll9 is a 79 year-old man who for most his life has lived and worked within
the rural community in Ireland where he was born. He married a local woman 12 years his junior
and had nine children, most of whom now live close by with their families. Mr Driscoll is fit and
strong looking and his daily routine still revolves around ‘being’ outside, ‘tipping’ (checking over)
the cows, the land, doing the ‘yard’ work, driving the tractor and a lifelong interest: renovating
vintage tractors. Mrs Driscoll at 66, continues paid care work, night shifts in a local unit caring for
high dependency individuals. Mr Driscoll spends three or four evenings a week driving to local
venues, a church hall, a pub, a community centre to “play a few hands of threes with the lads”,
winter and summer. “It keeps me sharp and I know every hollow and rise in these hereabouts
roads.”
There is recognition of change. Mr Driscoll has been diagnosed with Parkinson’s disease;10
there is a tremor in his right hand, noticeable when he grasps the copper kettle from the range to
make tea. He says his eyesight is deteriorating. He uses a portable landline telephone but can’t
always hear the caller. Within the past few months, he had “a bit of a queer turn; I don’t remember
but I was rambling, one minute eating my dinner and the next all slowed down and rambling. It
frightened the missus.” Investigations suggested a transient ischaemic attack.11
Conversations with Mr and Mrs Driscoll suggest they stay very much in the present day; future
planning is for a future time. Mr Driscoll says he doesn’t see the point of using a mobile phone.
Yet when the researcher produced her own, a standard Nokia, she discovered that the function
keys were too small for his large hands. He was interested in texting, understood the task, keen to
have a go, but frustrated by his enforced “clumsiness. . .sure my hand spans this three time over.”
In this case, acquiring a mobile phone with large function keys may mean that Donal has access
to a new communication tool, one that he can appropriate for his needs.
9 This is a pseudonym in adherence to confidentiality and anonymity, informed consent agreements.
10 Parkinson’s disease – the underlying cause is a decrease in a chemical substance, known as dopamine – within the
nerves in areas of the brain responsible for controlling movement.
11 A transient ischaemic attack (TIA) is associated with a temporary lack of blood to part of the brain. Symp-
toms last a short time. It is sometimes called a ‘mini stroke’. Unlike a stroke, the symptoms are transient and soon
go. (The word ‘ischaemic’ means a reduced supply of blood and oxygen to a part of the body.) Adapted from:
http://www.patient.co.uk/showdoc/23068981/. Accessed 15 February 2008.
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Many of the encounters with Mr Driscoll focused on his love of farm machinery. For exam-
ple he wanted the researcher to photograph a hand-size model of a Massey Ferguson,12 a recent
birthday gift. The researcher was then taken to a barn to photograph the Massey Ferguson that he
continues to renovate and until recently, displayed at agricultural shows. Advancing age should
not in itself prevent Mr Driscoll from continuing to care and repair for farm machinery. His
Parkinson’s condition seems well controlled and although he acknowledges deteriorating eye-
sight, there are coping strategies. Tools are meticulously stored in the same place and clutter
removed from where he is working. However what of the future? What if it becomes diffi-
cult to guarantee finishing a repair job? Indeed and relatedly, what if his eyesight problems
eventually lead to his driving license being revoked? What then of his other hobby, ‘play-
ing cards with the lads’? Of course family members could transport him but that inevitably
means a loss of independence. Are there new strategies/skills that he could acquire now so
that if and when change comes, he’s not left bereft of his lifelong interest and of his social
activity?
When the researcher sat at the kitchen table with her lap-top and shared the digital photos that
with permission, she had taken during the last visit, there was keen interest from Mr Driscoll.
Lack of broadband in the locality prevented an internet search on vintage tractors, but Mr Driscoll
understood how this facility could be used.13 What of the possibility of software that would
allow him to care and repair farm machinery in a virtual world and perhaps even and eventually,
impart his life-long, tacit knowledge and skills of farm machinery to contemporary agricultural
machinery students, via distance learning? What of online social networking providing a virtual
venue for some of the card playing, augmented of course by regular, but perhaps less frequent,
face-to-face gatherings?
This is not an attempt to remove Mr Driscoll from his active, engaging, hands on relationship
with farm machinery, or his lively, face-to-face, card-playing, social network. It is a demonstration
of how introducing the possibilities of useful technology at an appropriate ‘forward planning’
stage might add to his future quality of life. Interest of course is just the starting point. The hard
hitting questions are: What of ICT training that is accessible, affordable and motivational? What
of living in a rural locality and access to the internet? What of educational institutions engaging
older volunteers to support student distance learning?
Donal is atypical of our TRIL cohort in that the majority live in urban Dublin. However, his
health changes, coping strategies, desire to ‘keep going’ and ‘remain sharp’, echo much of what
we found across a range of households. Moreover, his frustration with new technology such as
the small function keys on his mobile phone and the way he takes for granted his skills and
experiences with more familiar technology such as driving and building tractors, was a common
finding. Moreover, many of our participants express a desire to stay in the present day and feel
that close and extended family members sometimes make ‘too much fuss’.
Drawing on the QAME framework and our assumption that the ethnographer is both a par-
ticipant and an observer in the research encounter, Donal and the ethnographer could tentatively
explore ways of building on and expanding Donal’s existing skills. In this way future changes
that may lead to lifestyle restrictions, such as no longer being able to drive, or ‘tip’ around the
farm unaccompanied, may not bring devastating restriction and loss of identity. Some sugges-
tions Donal did not feel ‘ready for’, for example the wearing of a pendant alarm when outside
12 A tractor, please see: http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Massey-Ferguson.
13 For further discussion and overview of internet coverage within Ireland, please see http://www.amarach.com/
assets/files/Life%20Online%20Report%202008.pdf.
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or working on his 90 acre farm, some distance from the house. However, he saw the value of
ICT and internet access, of virtual farm machinery projects, even of imparting his vast amount
of skills from within a distance learning forum, and of cultivating an online social card playing
network.
For Donal and as we briefly illustrate below, for others too, the value of future technology
needed to be tangible. For example, another research participant had no interest in acquiring
skills to use a computer. Although dealing with limited mobility due to osteoarthritis and stiffness
of her joints and living alone, she enjoyed reading, doing word searches, watching television and
listening to the radio. She said she was reasonably content and couldn’t be dealing with ‘all that
learning’:
“Well ‘new’ I suppose is the latest thing, when I was growing up there was no such thing as
television let alone these computers. It’s just of the time isn’t it.”
This participant perhaps didn’t perceive much value in acquiring ICT skills. In the next section
and to further consider the issue of value, we draw on a later multidisciplinary project that explored
the use of internet social networking in dealing with social isolation.
Technology as social: the case of internet social networking
Having the ‘know-how’
Within the TRIL Social Connections Strand, a questionnaire asks about use of existing tech-
nology. For example, participants are asked if they own and use a mobile phone, and reasons why
they have or do not have one. They are also asked if they use text messaging and what other phone
functions they may use.
Responses indicate that reasons for not using mobile phone functions are complex. For example,
participants may not want to share their lack of knowledge with close family members. On the
other hand, using a particular function may create a sense of control: “We text everyday, keeps
her from coming around all the time.”
It may be that the knowledge and training, offered by family members, particularly younger
generations, occur at an unsuitable pace: “The grandson has the computer, he’s showed me but
he’s that quick.”
A participant may be comfortable using a mobile phone very much as they would a land-line, or
at least a portable land-line, to receive and make phone calls. They perhaps don’t see the relevance
of acquiring skills for other mobile phone functions such as texting.
There is also evidence from this research that older persons can reach a type of technological
plateau by choice, whereby technological advances are not deemed necessary, and therefore
rejected. The following extract illustrates this point:
“I might tell you something. I have told them all, that when I die, I want the mobile to be
charged, and put into the cofﬁn with me, with everything good and right. Put in the cofﬁn
with me, just in case I come to. . . It is this third generation; we are going to be an extinct
generation. You can do all these things, like you will be able to see each other or go on the
internet. We will be extinct! What will happen to house phones? I am happy with my mobile.
I never go out without it. I don’t want one of the new fancy ones”.
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User-led technology
Some of our ethnographic encounters took place from within groups, but not always as formal
as a focus group setting. In this case, one of us met two friends within the TRIL research centre
who in turn, introduced a further three friends to the research. The ethnographer then met with
these five older women in one of their homes. He was discussing the potential uses of technology,
on this occasion, internet phones, as a means of support for those who are socially isolated. The
response was clear: technology can only be supportive towards independent living if it has value.
Moreover, technology had to be on their terms and reflect their physical and social health, or as
one woman said:
“I think that is not for me (internet phone). If I was sick or could not go out of the house
then I might think of using it. Yes. . . if I was stuck in all day, then it would have value for
me . . . I have enough contact now. . . so at the moment I don’t need it. . .”
This extract clearly demonstrates the importance of the user perspective. In order for technology
to have real impact, it must be of value and appropriate to the circumstances of the individual. In
this case, the woman reflects two important points which we have found throughout this research.
Firstly, the woman recognizes the potential value of technology if her circumstances were to
change; or as she says, ‘if I was sick or could not go out of the house’, then the technology
would be of value. Secondly, the woman feels she is socially connected as she has many friends
and therefore the internet phone is not of value. The user perspective allows the individual to
contemplate technology in relation to their present and future circumstances. The user perspective
can also point the way forward for the development of technology that is appropriate and valuable.
For example, the internet phone may be suitable for those with chronic illnesses, or in long term
care, or for those without established social networks who actively seek companionship.
Enabling/disabling new technologies
Whilst technology might enable older persons to maintain an optimum quality of life, chal-
lenging and frustrating experiences with new technology may prove disabling. This may lead to
ambivalence, for example, an expression of a lack of confidence with ‘new’ forms of technology,
yet understanding that such technology may offer new ways of acquiring knowledge, such as
learning a language or tracing ancestors, provided there is appropriate training and easy access
to a personal computer and internet facilities. Ethnographic insight in this project has shown that
allowing older persons time to investigate and ‘play’ with new technologies, without the immedi-
ate pressure of structured feedback, gives older persons a sense of ownership and confidence. The
removal of fear of technology is perhaps as important as universal design principles. Time taken
in handling, turning on and off, and playing with new technologies, removes the (technological)
mystique, and turns the new to commonplace quickly. For example, we ran a focus group dealing
with teleconference technology. Initially there was a great sense of fear associated with the tech-
nology, but within a number of weeks, fear was replaced with excitement with the potential uses
of technology. The following example, taken from an ethnography-led study of older persons and
teleconferencing systems, illustrates this time dependent change of heart:
“When we ﬁrst started on the phones I was not able to understand anything. I mean I can
use a phone, but one with a computer! But now I want to use it. . . and to be honest I was
upset when it was not working and disappointed when I thought we could not see each other
talking.”
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Discussion and conclusion
In this paper we’ve argued that it’s important to be clear about what is meant by ‘user per-
spective’ and to position how such user perspective was obtained, in our case, through our
anthropological ethnographic lens on older persons and their ongoing relationships with existing
and new technologies. Our user perspective is contextualized by older persons’ understanding of
quality of life, well-being and ageing in place and by individual and cohort life course experi-
ences. These in turn may shape expectations of existing and future technologies. For example,
the work of Li and Perkins (2007) highlights how education rather than age is a significant factor
influencing the willingness to learn about new technology; whilst Tinker et al. (2004), through
their investigation of suitability of homes for adaptation to AT, remind us that technology accept-
ability issues may be dependent on a complex inter-relationship between the person and the
environment.
We used Barnard’s (2000) QAME approach to make visible our research assumptions and
methods. From within the TRIL research, this means piecing together a user perspective over
time, from within in-home, longitudinal enquiry. The ethnographer is part of the research pro-
cess, trust underpins the research relationship and the significance of seeming contradiction is
recognized and adds to the complexity of research findings (Agar, 1980; Barnes, 1984). Starting
from the older person’s experiences with, and understanding and adaptation of existing technolo-
gies, solutions that will be responsive to actual needs emerge in the way people choose to live their
lives.
Early case studies revealed participants’ relationships with existing everyday technologies
such as mobile phones, remote controls, microwave ovens, DVD and computers and raised issues
to do with use, value and acceptability. Value seems particularly pertinent when planning for
future, potential challenges. Thus, Donal perceived the value of ICT accessibility, usability and
affordability in terms of enabling him to continue with a lifelong interest and his means of
socializing, but as yet, did not see the value of a wearable social alarm whilst working alone and
outside on his farm. Interestingly in Donal’s case, introducing the possibilities of useful technology
at an appropriate ‘forward planning’ stage that might add to his future quality of life is just an
individual aspect of technologies for independent living. There are also societal and economic
challenges such as the need for wide provision of ICT training that is accessible, affordable and
motivational. Also the need for an infrastructure that enables access to the internet even when
living in remote locations.
Using internet social networking could be liberating for those who for a variety of reasons may
be socially isolated, particularly if ill health or restricted mobility makes ‘going out’ arduous.
However, not all old people who live alone or who do not socialize, necessarily feel isolated or
wish to join a virtual group. That said, we also found that when introducing new technology such
as teleconferencing, there needed to be time allowed to play, probe, be curious and get used to
‘functions’, ‘keys’, ‘controls’, time to build confidence and eventually take control. In this way
and as we witnessed, fear associated with the technology may be replaced with excitement at the
potential uses of technology.
Looking through the anthropological ethnographic lens over the past 15 months, the team
of ethnographers has witnessed how older persons in Ireland question, reject, adapt and accept
technology in their daily lives. The ethnographers recognized the importance of the evolutionary
nature of research, moving from general questions and case studies to more focused research,
following what Marcus (1998) defines as the ‘. . . chains, paths, threads. . .’ of research. The
challenges of this type of research are only equaled by the results. The preliminary findings have
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yielded significant and promising research for the development of technological support for older
persons and have served to reaffirm the use and importance of user perspective.
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